VEENA 
DHANAM 





Can any mortal mixture of earth's mould 
Breathe such Divine enchanting ravishment ? 
Sure something holy lodges in that holy breast, 
And with these raptures moves the vocal air 
To testify the hidden residence. 

That strain again ; it hath a dying tale ; 

O! It came over my ear like the sweet south, 
That breathes upon a bank of violets 

Stealing .and giving odour—enough! no more 


ffs passing away of a great artiste 
represents the passing away 

of a great tradition. With 
the death of Dhanam not only a gap in the 
heirarchy of classical musicians has been 
created but also a type of music has be- 
‘come extinct, which, apart from its indi- 
vidual excellence, mirrored a civilisation that 
is fast disappearing. She carried with her into 
the “Valnaka” of the ancient Immortals the 
untold wealth she had inherited from the 
mighty titans of a bygone age. To say that 
Dhanam’s is a hallowed name in the world of 
art, is but to utter atruism. She was the last 
of a generation of great artistes who gave a 
new life to Karnatic music and incidentally 
laid the foundations of a democratic art. She 
was the embodiment of the quintéssence of 
music in all its varied aspects. 


Musical celebrities like © Tirukodikavil, 
Mahavidhi Sarabhasastri—the Nester of his 
day—Pooch Iyengar, Govindasami Pillai, 
Tanjore Krishna Bhagavatar, Pakkiri Pillai, 
have listened to her music with rapt attention 
and admiration. Great musicians that they 
were they listened to her hundreds of times but 
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not one of them could reproduce a 
single note of hers. 


Many streams contributed to the enrichment 
of her great natural gifts: a distinguished 
musical ancestry, able teachers, an unflagging 
devotion to art and an almost instinctive feeling 
for quality which made her repertoir as dis- 
tinguished as it was immense. She kept the 
banner of pure Karnatic music flying in an 
epoch when its outlines are in danger of being 
blurred by Northernisation and Europeanisation 
and dancing rhythms and Jig measures. She 
had mastered it in deep humility which went 
hand in hand with aesthetic exaltation of soul, 


EARLY LIFE 


Born in 1868 in Nattu Pillayar Koil Street, 
Madras, in a family of hereditary musicians 
and dancers, she inherited the cream of art 
traditions. Dhanam had immense opportu- 
nities to develop her talents. Her mother 
Sundaramma had been taught by no less a 
person than Subrayasastri, the worthy son of 
Shamasastri and her grandmother Kamakshi 
was of his Sishya Parampara, and it is no 


wonder that she passed on this tradition and 
her rich store of musical knowledge to her 
grand-daughters. It was Kamakshi that realised 
early enough that the elegant finesse of her 
grand-daughter’s voice would blend well with 
the Veena. Dhanam’s uncle Appakannu was 
one of the ablest violinists of his day. 


She started her career as a vocalist with her 
sister Ruparti (now in Hyderabad) and sang 
together in concerts. But Dhanam’s voice 
lacked volume. So, Rangoon Krishnaswamy 
Mudaliar, patron of Kamakshi suggested that 
Dhanam and her brothers Narayanaswami and 
Manikkam, one of whom was a good violinist 
and the other a drummer, should learn the 
veena and backed the suggestion with financial 
assistance. Dhanam became “VEENA 
DHANAM” and parted with her sister as also 
with Swara singing and turned to the Raga, 
Kriti, Padam and javalis. Alaga Singarachar, 
a chatadi Vaishnava (Satani) undertook to 
pilot the young aspirant through the prelimi- 
naries of Veena playing. But the Veena she 
heard round about only deepened her scepti- 
‘cism and she doubted if the Veena could be an 
adequate vehicle for the unfolding of her inner- 
self. But the supreme moment of enlighten- 
ment came before long, when Kalyan Krishna 
Bhagavatar of Palghat gave performances. This 
event was'to her an ‘open sesame” that un- 
locked the vast treasures for her. Emerging 
from the clouds of doubt and despair, that had 
enmeshed her for atime, she now took to the 
Veena with faith and zest. 


INFLUENCE 


While the number of musical giants that 
contributed towards her early training was 
admittedly very large, the Vaggeyakars that 
enriched her stock moulded her style and 
enlarged her artistic vision were innumerable 
“in’range, depth and quality. Devotional songs 
of Purandardas, Tyagaraja, Dixitar, Shama- 
sastri, Subbarayasastri, Umadass, Subrah- 
manya Iyer, Pallavi Gopala Iyer, Veena Kuppa 
Iyer, Doraiswamy Iyer, Narayana Thirtha, 
down to Singarachari, Telugu Padas_ of 
Kshetragna and Javalis of Dharampuri Subba- 
rayar, Tamil compositions of Subrama Iyer, 
Ghanam, Krishnayya and Gopala Krishna 
Bharathi, all this astounding list which would 
terrify the most learned of our music vidwans, 
represents but less than half of the countless 
gems held by this modest looking Ratnagarbha. 
There seems to be no instance in the history 
of modern Karnatic music of a single person 


mastering such a large number of songs and 
remembering them to the end but Dhanam 
was a brilliant exception. ‘ 


She was a veritable encyclopaedia of melod- 
ies, a living record of musical progress for two 
or three generations in this province. Nurtur- 
ed in her childhood by the essence of classical 
melodies, she spent her musical adolescence 
among titans in the art like Patnam, Mala 
Vaidhi and Bikshandar Subrayar, Krishna 
Bhagavatar, imbibing their best. It is little 
wonder she developed into a musical colossus 
dwarfing everyone of her compeers. 


Subrayar introduced her to musicians and 
patrons of note everywhere. It was to him that 
she owed her acquaintance with Balajipet Baldas 
Naidu, who brought to her a splendid collec- 
tion of the sublime music of Kshetragna that he 
had inherited from the renowned “Bulbul” 
and pioneer Padam player Veena Gouri. At 
the age of fourteen, under the guidance of 
Sattur Panju Iyer, the genius of Dhanam very 
soon developed and she was able to take the 
place of Veena Gowri. Among other musicians 
who played an important part in influencing 
her musical talents was Jaijee, disciple of late 
Todi Raghavayya. No professional artiste 
could accompany Jaijee in his raga flights, 
excepting Dhanam. Through him she learnt 
the best of Raghav lIyer’s technique and 
through Tirumalachar of Saidapet, she learnt 
many Kritis of Dixitar. Subrayar enriched 
Dhanam’s music a great deal. She was indebt- 
ed to Padam Ponnusami for Tamil Padas. The 
training she received from the above masters 
gave a’ final and decided shape to Dhanam’s 
style and technique both as a Vainika and 
vocalist. 


THE SECRET OF HER ART 


To analyse her art would be to arrive at 
the essentials of good music. The ten cardinal 
points in her art are: (1) Suswara (2) Brevity 
(3) Grip on Tala (4) Raga Bhava’ (5) Fidelity 
to Sampradaya (6) Presentation of Sahitya 
(7) Rasa Pradhanya (8) Vocal culture (9) Cre- 
ative touch and (10) an extensive repertoire. 


The very first point to notice is the Sus- 
wara, a perfect tunefulness of her renderings. 
Music is not worth the name if it does not 


soothe and please the ear. She was extremely 
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sensitive to the minute differences of pitch and 
the scrupulous care with which she tuned the 
Veena was an example to all musicians. She 
would never commence playing until all the 
strings were tuned in perfect harmony. Her 
meetu (striking) or the excitement of the string 
was singularly free from the harshness of 
plucking and abruptness of frequent repeti- 
tions. The number of meetus she employed 
for a phrase or “SANCHARA” was the 
minimum possible without blur or feebleness. 
There were few who have excelled her in soft- 
ness and delicacy of touch. Even her tuning 
of the Veena was a piece of art. 


Brevity: The most commendable quality 
in her was the strict economy in the choice and 
use of phrases and embellishments. She was 
conscious of the exact limits of oscillation of 
Gamakas, of the inter-relation of parts to 
produce the effect of an integral perfected idea 
of beauty. Her renderings never missed the 
inevitable Pada prayogas and never indulged 
in annoying superfluities. She always presented 
the core, the very soul of melody, the quintes- 
sence of music. There was such a depth of 
Bhava in the aphoristic brevity of her expres- 
sion, that. it could well bear an_ extensive 
commentary. 


Brevity, absence of repetition, as well as 
hackneyed phrases, portrayal of the complete 
picture of Swarupa (Raga) through a few telling 
phrases, smooth flow of melody kindling the 
most pleasant feelings in the mind of a listener 
were among the outstanding features of her 
Manodharma. The cumulative effect of it all 
invested her music with a subtle and elusive 
charm and cast a magic spell all around. 


She was a confirmed believer in brevity. 
The Jeeva Swaras or soul of ragas would be 
reached with just few moments and revealed 
in all its beauty and grandeur. To some ragas 
like Saveri, Sahana and Bhairavi, she gave a 
distinct form and personality. 


Tala: She set her ragas to a subtle system 
of talaand her songs are very carefully and 
correctly timed. True, she does not make a 
fetish of what is at best only a means to an end. 
Her Jaya jnana is all the more appreciable in 
view of the slow time measure. For instance, 
she played Shamasastri’s Bhairavi Swara Jat 
in Misra with Tyagayya’s Madhyamadi piece 
and ‘‘Alakalella”’ with two even strokes in lieu 


of an avertha of Rupak Tal. Not once did she 
falter or fumble. 


Raga Bhava: With meticulous care, she 
has scanned the raga system and has a clear 
grasp of its essentials. Her raga elaboration 
is very systematic, following as it does an 
exalted tradition. The impressive recitation 
of Dhanam whose pronunciation whether it be 
of the stately Sanskrit, graceful Telugu, or 
homely Tamil was clear, free, natural and 
resonant, and the whole performance was by 
itself a liberal education on assonance and the 
balance of ‘bhava’ and ‘raga’. The brief survey 
of familiar ragas like Todi and Kalyani, are 
models of perfection and may rank with 
Lakshana Gitas. The concept that raga and 
Tala go together, based upon the vital principle 
of rhythm, has no greater exponent than 
Dhanam. The elegant poise and the 
measured cadences of her tuneful notes as she 
conjures them up from between the frets appear 
to vibrate in perfect unison with the slow, 
majestic rocking movement of the Veena often 
noticed when she played. Her Rag Ala, 
though always very brief covers the salient 
features. ‘Those who have heard her for years 
marvel at the charm, variety and freshness of 
herstyle. This secret of her supreme art—this 
ability to blend brevity, freshness, beauty and 
comprehensiveness is a most noteworthy 
feature of hers. Her Rag Alap is pitched to 
a brief but sublime key. Free from dross of 
any kind her ragas shone with a glorious lustre. 
Her extensive repertoire enabled her to turn 
inside out difficult Ragas like Begada, Durbar 
etc. Their elusive idiosyncracies were the 
more tickling when she alternated the wire with 
the voice. Her pursuit was more in the line 
of interpretation than creative art. By her long 
experience and vast variety of music assimila- 
tion, she was able to get at the core of each 
raga and visualise its numerous facets as crystal- 
lised in the compositions of the old masters. 
That is why every one of her alap presented 
a new feature of the same raga and her exposi- 
tion was always characterised by a perpetual 
freshness and individuality. That is also the 
reason why her renderings were devoid of 
monotony and were not overweighed with 
uncouth excrescences which conceal rather than 
express the peculiar characteristic of every raga. 
She did not make a fetish of scientific tonal 
values of the various szaras as she believed that . 
Ragabhava was a melodic form, artistic as 
well as emotional, which could be enjoyed, but 
was not capale of clear-cut intellectual or 
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scientific analysis. The best in Indian music 
is the perfection of melody. Dhanam’s music 
was a perpetual search for this physical per- 
fection of sound. She was a rare grammarian. 
Her fundamental knowledge of each raga was 
profound. But her music itself was super- 
grammatical. She had little use for skirmish- 
ings and mere manipulations. A great feature 
of her music was the artistic completeness with 
which she endowed a raga. The form of every 
raga was ever present in her mind and whether 
she played it for two minutes or twenty minutes, 
she gave acomplete picture of the Raga, not 
a maimed phase. The resources of her imagi- 
nation were vast. Her sense of architecture 
was perfect and one could see the raga gradually 
rising like an edifice at her hands. Through 
everyone of these aspects ran the thread of 
essentiality, and each little part was essential as 
she conceived the tune. While other musicians 
lead us through the outer courtyards, the innu- 
merable prakaras in the temple of Nada Brahma, 
she takes us by hand straight into the 
Garbha Griha sanctorum. Akin to the simpli- 
city and terseness is the suggestiveness of her 
style. The highest art in India is inspired by 
the love of idealism and its creations are 
enriched by imagination and illumined by 
intuition. It fails in its purpose if it does not 
transcend physical perceptions. The noblest 
art must necessarily reveal little for the sense 
and suggest much for the imagination. A phrase 
of compressed thought provokes a train of 
endless ideas, even as in literature, the un- 
spoken word is more eloquent. 


FIDELITY TO TRADITION 


‘The chief characteristic of her art is fidelity 
to Sampradaya—classic traditions. The purity 
and genuineness of our music depends more on 
Guru Sampradaya, Dhanam was so fortunate 
in this respect that her mother was a pupil of 
Subraya Sastri. Moreover her contact with 
Dharampuri Subrayar, Tirukodikavil and others 
was mentally beneficial. Her taste for classicism 
never declined and her exposition never failed 
to be regarded as the standard of unquestion- 
able authority. 


Sahitya: Her presentation of the Sahitya 
was the clearest possible for a musician what- 
ever the language of the pieces, Sanskrit, 

. Telugu, Tamil, Kannada, Marathi or Hindus- 
tani. She rendered them with the natural 
beauty of intonation peculiar to the genius of 
it. She knew fully the bhava or the sentiment 
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of the composition she rendered. Her music 
was the ecstatic outpouring of a heart that felt 
and a mind that knew true beauty in sense and 
sound. If the perfect union of speech (VAK) 
and ARTHA (meaning) be literature, a fusion 
of these two with Swara is concrete music and 
Dhanam did unfailing justice to the harmonised 
synthesis of the triple elements. For her, 
music and Sahitya were not two separate 
entities but just the twin parts of an art 
creation. She accompanied Veena with her 
voice. 


RASA PRADHANA 


The normal bent of her mind being emo- 
tional more than intellectual, her renderings 
were full of feeling and passion. It was in 
her performances that one felt that Sangita 
was ‘‘Rasapradhana”, Her melodies were the 
outward expression of the inner delight and 
they flowed with such even or natural rhythm 
that even the drum was content to be silent 
and watch their limpid course with wondering 
awe. Herideas were subtle, her touch was 
soft, her shading delicate, her graces elegant 
and her play was the crown of refinement. The 
march of her style was slow, stately and 
unbroken. 


CREATIVE TOUCH OR NERAVAL 


Neraval may not be apparent in her music. 
But hers is a genius dowered with a prolific 
creative faculty. She always strikes new paths. 
Beyond mere frame-work, she cares to retain 
nothing. Her songs are always clothed anew and 
come out in fresher and fresher hues. Trite 
old songs that have ceased to interest one, 
acquire a new fascinating power in her hands. 
Tyagaraja Kritis lend themselves to embellish- 
ments by the improvisation of several sangathies 
at the hands of a master. But Veena Dhanam’s 
rendering of Kritis with the minimum of 
sanghathies was nearest to the saint’s own 
method of singing. She scrupulously avoided 
multiplication of sangathies and concentrated 
on producing the largest number of musical 
effects by subtle twists in as few sangathies as 
possible. 


Her ragas are masterpieces of brief but 
vital expression. Like Michael Angelo’s mat- 
ble, they are rid of all superfluities and are 
quintessential. They thrill, haunt and rever- 
berate in memory. The melodies are not 
heard but overheard; they state little, but 


suggest whole troupes of moods and reveries 
and induce the luxurious somnolence that is the 
aesthetic’s ideal. Consummate is her skill in 
manipulating the twin media of voice and wire. 


THANAM 


By far the most noteworthy feature of her 
veena is Thanam. Itis here that her genius is 
seen in all its sublime grandeur. Asin ragam, 
so also in Thanam, her Pakka Saranis (side 
strings) keep on gently vibrating like a faint 
drone, and do not beat regularly as if to keep 


time. Syllable glides into syllable and 
numberless curves and jerks follow one 
another in a deliberate well-ordered plan with 


perfect resonance and freedom from jarring 
metallic clang. _ Her imagination, her supreme 
mastery over the instrument, her unerring 
KALAPRAMANA (or time-sense) and her 
refined taste and admirable sense of proportion 
shine to the greatest advantage. Inthe Tanam 
and Ragamalika also she was a class by herself. 
In her ‘anams, she achieved the effect of this 
dual personality by juxtaposing two sets of 
musical ideas, one of which is a question and 
the other an answer. What passes for Thanam 
in performances now-a-days is almost of a 
bastard variety. Sattanur Punju Iyer, who 
initated Dhanam into the mysteries of this 
branch of music, was perhaps the last of the 
heirarchy that specialised in it. 


VARNAS 


The Varnas of the Tanjore Quartette and 
the compositions of Pallavi Gondayya are con- 
sidered to be advanced exercises for a Vainika, 
and it is little wonder that Dhanam de- 
veloped a technique best suited for the expres- 
sion of the beauty of her repertoir. Tanavarnas, 
painfully going through a monstrous succession 
of single notes, saddled here and there with 
letters of Sahitya and their inflection are 
common in present-day music performances and 
a realisation of this inevitably makes the mind 
hearken back to Dhanam’s unique and inimi- 
table exposition of Varnas. Her varnas are 
replete with a wealth of detail and choice 
expressions, singularly free from any trace of 
musical gymnastics that made them scintillate 
like exquisite pieces of arabesque. This vital 
aspect of tana music lies in Dhanamma’s 
Ghanaragapanchaka rendering. 


SWARA SINGING 


Swara manipulation while singing Kritis 
she rarely indulged in. She positively disliked 


the now confirmed habit of Swara singing for 
every Kriti whether the songster had the 
necessary equipment or not for the purpose. 
She preferred to play the set Chitta Swaras for 
particular kritis which were of uniformly 
superb quality. 


REPERTOIRE 


Her knowledge of Karnatic music was all 
round perfect. She was equally at home in 
dealing with Kritisin all Kalas. She was as 
proficient in rendering a Kriti of Tyagayya or a 
composition of Dixitar as she was when she 
dwelt on a pada of Kshetrajna or favali of 
Dharmapuri Subrayar not to speak of the fact 
that she more than anybody else immortalized 
the name of Subrayar in the field of Favalis. 
She played more than a thousand songs. The 
choice and the variety of the pieces may be 
seen from the fact that composers who figure in 
her repertoire number over seventy, This must 
have determined her whole perspective and 
helped to shape and refine the plan of her 
ragas and made the grand concrete living 
pictures that they are. If her rendering of 
Thyagayya’s songs is crisp, sweet and _ scintilla- 
ting, her interpretation of the other two of the 
famous Trinity is gorgeous, superb and ornate. 
She is justly famous for Kshetrajans Padas and 
she stands on this ground without a peer. Her 
repertoire is a rich store-house of Kanarese, 
Marathi and Hindi songs also. 


Her keen perception of the melodic in- 
dividuality of different types of compositions 
and correct understanding of the peculiar 
merits of the different Vaggeyakaras and above 
all, her right appreciation of the varying degrees 
of response of her instrument to the special 
characteristics of each class of composers were 
clearly noticeable in her expositions. She ex- 
ploited the full possibilities of the Veena in 
rendering the grand sweeps of Dixitar and the 
intriguing curves of Shama Sastri. Interpreta- 
tion of these two artistes in the hands of less 
gifted artistes look like gambols and antics, but 
with her deft fingers and magic touch, she 
invested them with a dignified poise and charm- 
ing grace. 


Her approach to Tyagaraja was one of 
worshipful reverence and she used to speak of 
him with bated breath. She made it a point 
to offer special Puja to the composer saint. 
During the last years of her life, she concentra- 
ted her attention more on Tyagaraja and was 
constantly contemplating the sublime truths 
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and eternal verities couched in his masterpieces 
which afforded mental peace and _ spiritual 
solace. Of the numerous stars and satellites 
that shone or glittered on the firmament of 
creative art, she left none untouched and tou- 
ched none that she did not adorn. She entered 
into the spirit and sense of each composition 
she sang and set a unique example for the 
abstract musicians of South India. She was 
awed by Dixitar, elevated by Purandar, thrilled 
by Tyagaraja, stirred by Kshetrajna, moved by 
Shamasastry impressed by Umadass, interes- 
ted, tickled and amused by the limited attempts 
of minor composers. She is a shining mirror 
that revealed a true picture of past glory and 
is the correct medium to. visualise and survey 
the melodic progress of half-a-century. She 
‘is the uncrowned ‘Queen of the Veena’? who 
received, enjoyed, assimilated and gave out 
to the discerning world, nothing but the distil- 
led essence of classical music, pure and unde- 
filed. Her rendering of Tyagaraja’s kritis had 
a stamp of her personality and in Dixitar’s 
kritis, she has blazed the trail. 


PADAS 


She felt completely at home and revelled 
at ease with apparent relish and gusto 
in the neglected domain of art in the fairy land 


of Kshetrajna the master of melodic perfection. | 


Padas were her forte and she overreached and 
forgot herself in singing and playing these sub- 
limated love themes steeped in the ‘Quintes- 
sence of Ragabhava’. They are really haunting 
melodies and while listening to them one felt 
that the ragas took human shape and danced 
before one’s mental vision as she knew the 
secret of beauty of Padas lay in the Chowka 
Kala. In the realm of the exposition of 
Kshetrajna’s Padas she was without an equal. 
The slow-measured tempo and the grand and 
elaborate pattern of her Pudas (Swara-Sahitya) 
not merely won universal admiration but also 
set the standard for Pada singing. She was 
the only authentic exponent of Ghamam Krish- 
nayya and Subbu Iyer’s Tamil Padas. 


JAVALIS 


The talented composer of the popular 
Javalis, Dharmapuri Subbrayar was a 
close friend and admirer of Dhanamma. He 
composed a Pada, in Paraj Rag in her honour. 
These Javalis have a special appeal and force 


when rendered by her with so much feeling _ 


and emotion. Her favalis produced a bounc- 


ing feeling in a juvenile hearer. Her admira- 
tion for ‘the Javalis of Pattabhi Rama Rao and 
Subba Rayar was unbounded. Dhatampuri 
Subrayar’s Javalis are unparalleled for their lilt- 
ing melody and peculiar rhythm and these do not 
stand, as a class, the stern test of a strict gram- 
mar of music. But Dhanam found in thema 
very good weapon to break through the cold 
and formal stiffness of rules and breathe new 
life into the dead bones of scientific patterns. 
In the matter of Javalis singing the setting was 
very largely her own creation. 


ART & TECHNIQUE 


The Veena is an ancient indigenous instrument 
with sacred associations and its great glamour 
consists in its vanishing tones and anuswaras; and 
it is only the least audible fringes - of its majes- 
ticsyllables that express and suggest the acme of 
melodic subtleties. It is pre-eminently adopted 
for Thanam, and its self-contained: composition 
gives it a special facility in rhythmic. exposition. 
In the field of ‘‘Rag Alap’, however, it presents 
peculiar difficulties in regard to melodic conti- 
nuity so essential for its effective interpretation. 
Abstract renderings of ragas, therefore, require 
the greatest skill on the part of the performer 
in the use of what is called the ‘deflect’ and 
Dhanam. was able to produce a full measure 
of notes on a single fret in this manner in any 
raga. Several Vainikas there were of. whom, 
some were rhythmic giants and a few tana 
titans, and most of them experts in time-split- 
ting with all varieties of numerica! groupings 
and diminutions, but she alone could claim the 
distinction of bringing out long stretches of 
unbroken melody types, smooth, graceful and 
mellifluous, unspoilt by plectral interferences 
which generally mar the all-round effect. of 
‘“‘Alaps’’ on the Veena. Her mastery of the 
instrument was so complete that it responded 
to any kind of call from her deft fingers, which 
have acquired a melodic sensitiveness to the 
finest nuances of tone and gave individuality 
to the chaya ragas. She had evolved a marvel- 
lous method of fingering, original, unique, 
comprehensive and capable of supreme artistic © 
expression in which none had excelled either 
during her life-time or thereafter. The endless 
nuances that enriched her music and the direct, 
sustained appeal they made without the assis- 
tance of even a drone or drum for accompani- 
ment, were possible only because her technique 
was the result of a studied synthesis of several 
musical instruments. That her technique was 
copied by -several instrumentalists is a 
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wellknown fact. Veena Ramanayya Dass, Veena 
Seshava, Karikudi Subbu Iyer, each of them 
agiant in his own way, having exhausted all 
the plectral possibilities, the jugglery of beat 
and feats of sound on the Veena, had paid their 
tribute to the baffling technique and the im- 
maculate genius of Dhanam. Govindasami 
Pillai who had attained dizzy heights in fame 
on the violin, had more than once acknowledged 
that his violin technique was influenced by 
his contact with Veena Dhanam. Maha Vai- 
dyanath Iyer is reported to have remarked of 
her performance. “A lofty imagination, an 
enchanting voice and a matchless technique, 
altogether a rare combination which makes her 
music Trikuraha Suddha’’. She hated the 
exhibition of ultra-musical knowledge that was 
the special forte of the professional vidwan. 
She firmly believed that a musician was born 
and made. 


Laya Brahma Konakolu Pakkiri Pillai heard 
Dhanam’s fingers spin the melody through the 
complicated Misra Laghu with rapt attention 
and praised her. Tiruvottiyur Thyagayya went 
into raptures when he heard his father’s Begada 
Varnam “Inta | Chalamu” rendered by 
her. Her influence can be seen in the structure 
of these varnas. Dhanam’s genius commanded 
the admiration of her contemporaries—Ananta 
Rao Bhagavatar, Tanjore Krishna Bhagavatar, 
Tirukodikovil, Pooch Iyengar, Flute Sarabha 
Sastri. Late Krishna Iyer marvelled at her 
unique tuning method and _ her peculiar style 
of Sruti adjustment. Her puissant genius 
revealed itself even at the preliminary setting 
up of the strings. Mr. Iyer was so much struck 
by her rendering of ‘“Sahana Raga” that 
he presented her with a shawl in the public 
concert—an unorthodox act done by a Brahmin 
in those days of superstition. Sarabha Sastri 
was thrilled with Dhanam’s unique Sruti adjust- 
ment and the clear ringing notes and the im- 
maculate charm of her Veena. 


Dharampuri Subrayar hailed Dhanam as 
a genius, quite of a piece with his late lamented 
namesake Bhikshander Kai Subu, for whom 
he had sacrificed.a fortune. 


8. Y¥. KRISHNASWAMY paid his tribute 
thus: “Music for the audience as well as 
the artiste was characterised by an unhurried 
and cultured leisure. Dhanam’s music reflected 
and even exaggerated the roseate aspects of such 
an age’, 


KS. RAMASWAMY SASTRI 
Said “Dhanam was an adept—nay a magician, 
She kept the banner of pure Karnatic music 
flying in an epoch when its outlines were on 
the point of being effaced. She had mastered 
the Veena in deep humility which went hand 
in hand with aesthetic exaltation of soul. Prof. 
Abdul Karim was impressed with the grandeur 
and purity of her Veena that he exclaimed 
that Dhanam was indeed the Karnatak Avathar 
of Saraswati. Raja Navat Ali Khan, a reputed 
connoisseur of the art heard her and spoke in 
glowing terms of her Durbari, Sohni, Multans 
and Malkauns. She played before the Raja of 
Tehri-Garhwal and his family and they were 
all in raptures over her proficiency in North 
Indian music. The princes who have paid 
homage to her greatness included the Gaekwar 
of Baroda, Maharajah of Mysore, Darbhanga, 
Travancore and Vijayanagar. Her Highness, 
the present junior Maharani of Travancore was 
once her disciple. So appealing was her 
expression of the best in Karnatic music that 
it is recorded. Lord Carmichael, Lord Ripon, 
Grant Duff, and Dr. Miller used frequently 
to be present at her concert and to invite her 
to society functions. 


Her Veena was an instrument of grace, 
peace and repose and her music brought balm 
to many a troubled mind. She not only 
preserved the pristine purity of Karnatic music 
but she democratised it by handing it to the 
masses with characteristic simplicity and 
lucidity, thereby infusing new life into the 
science and art of music. Gladiatorial flourishes 
were alien to her art. A direct approach to 
the heart was her constant technique. She had 
the supreme knack of seizing the sublime. By 
a few deft, distinct touches she achieved what a 
less talented person does by a_ laborious— 
therefore ineffective process of legerdemain. 
She was the admired model of popular stalwarts 
like K. Iyer and Govindaswami and her glamo- 
rous melodies exercised an irresistible fascination 
over two generations of music lovers. She 
was an artiste quite apart from even the superior 
type of musical expert and stood supreme in 
the domain of interpretation and exposition of 
the highest forms of melodic Art. In her 
skilful hands, the Veena acquired a new spirit 
and power, range and charm and it looked as 
if she was breathing life into the instrument, 
the magic of her enchanting music transported 
listeners to ethereal regions of ecstasy and 
dreamy repose yet unknown, unfelt, and 
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unperceived. That the essence of all art is 
simplicity is plainly discernible by the limpid 
flow of Dhanam’s exposition. The apparent 
transparency of the gliding flexibility of her 
Alap strikes one easily but her attempts to 
reduce the main outlines, baffle one. One 
would soon realise that the seeming calm and 
easy smoothness of the surface of her music 
covered depthstoo profund to be plumbed by 
the keenest intellect. There were music prac- 
titioners who heard her often, but hopelessly 
failed to catch even the fringe of her musical 
panorama. The simplicity of her melodies was 
so grand that they defied scientific analysis and 
baffled human powers of imitation. While 
she was thus the envy of the professional and 
the despair of the dilettante, to the end of her 
life, she continued to be the source of solace 
and the centre of admiration for the pick 
of classical connoisseurs, but who undoubtedly 
represented the acme of artistic culture and 
appreciation. 


HER VOICE 


True to the age and tradition in which she 
was born and brought up, she possessed rare 
traits as a vocalist. Her voice was sweet, clear 
and powerful which accomplished untold 
varieties of gamakas and raivas. It was uniform 
in the three octaves which superbly blended 
with Sruti. Her voice can be taken as the 
model of a voice that is Sruti-Sudha which 
easily merged with the Veena that even an 
attentive audience often mistook the voice for 
the instrument and vice versa. To her music 
was no vehicle for sordid, sensuous enjoyment, 
but a medium of communion with the soul. 
Here is no music that merely tickled the .ear. 
It had an apparent simplicity that on closer 
scrutiny proved a luring mirage that played 
hide and seek with the Caravan. Leading 
artistes like Ariyakudi, Maharajpuram and 
others had approached her for light and learn- 
ing when she played on the veena, even at the 
start, her modus operandi bore the hall mark of 
a singularly original mind. Her voice was a 
model for Ghana Naya and Gamaka styles. 
Age had wrought no mischief with her voice, 
which remained rich, melodious and vigorous 
up to her last days. 


It is sad to think that she languished in 
comparative poverty and oblivion before her 
death. To her, the ebb and flow of fortunes, 
happiness and misery in a single span of physical 
existence was of no moment compared to the 


‘what is good in any music. 


long panorama of life, through countless births. 
An ideal, conceived on such an exalted plane 
and pursued for more than fifty years by her 
vigorous dynamic personality made its impress 
on every feature of her music. She will live 
wherever music is worshipped as a religion for 
indeed she was a religious votary of music. 
She lived a great life, earned much, gave a lot 
to the poor and ended her years in philosophic 
enquiry. One thing she could not bequeath 
to any, was her musical genius. 


HER OUTLOOK 


Although she represented the highest 
classical tradition in Karnatic music, she did 
develop a hide-bound conservative mentality 
or circumscribed outlook. She was singularly 
free from that artistic obscurantism which has 
been the bane of classical atmosphere everywhere. 
Her interpretation of North Indian melodies, 
like Bihag, Kapahi, etc., was an  eyeopener 
even to Hindustani ustads as she evidently 
learned them from noted ustads in her prime 
and retained it intact. She was a great 
admirer of the late Prof. Abdul Karim Khan 
and Ustad Nasimuddin Khan and other experts, 
many of whom visited her and exchanged notes. 
She could also appreciate the extensive 
harmony and tonal reaches of Western music. 
She was particularly impressed by string 
concerts and solos. She never showed any 
disposition to discuss music as she said that it 
was a thing more of beauty to be felt and 
enjoyed, than a subject for debate and dis- 
cussion. She always stressed the fundamental 
unity of music and said that in a place where 
cultural stature is high, one is sure to appreciate 
She dedicated 
herself heart and soul to the melodic muse. 


Veena Dhanam; the last lingering star in 
the once-glorious firmament of music has ° 
handed down to posterity her music in a dozen 
records made by the Odion Columbia House. 
One may venture a prophecy that her records 
will stand the test of time. Acknowledged 
master of music though she was, to her last 
days, she pursued her attractive art with 
unabated zeal and earnestness, in a spirit of 
dedicated service. Her attitude of worshipful 
reverence to the muse, the atmosphere of peace 
and serenity which she created before she 
expounded her marvellous music and the per- 
petual freshness of the soothing melodies which 
she poured forth in all their abundance of 
Raga-bhava, the richness and variety of grace 
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and movement, cast a veritable spell on the 
listner and lifted him far above his mundane 
self, with its inescapable strife and worry, to 
the higher levels of life blissful, life eternal. 
Her prominent disciples are Govindasami_ Pillai 
and R. Rangaramanuja Iyengar. With her 
death, Dhanam’s music is definitely lost to us 
for ever. Excepting her daughter Jayammal 
and grand daughters, Abhiramasundari, Mukta 
Brinda and Bala Saraswathy who luckily give us 
a glimpse of her style, there is none who can fill 
the void. 


She passed away on October 15, 1938. 
Karnatic music has lost one of its few remain- 
ing pillars. She was the last survivor of a 
generation of musical giants. Her native genius 
for the art, coupled with a rare devotion, made 
her a unique personality whose removal has 
caused a gap in the heirarchy of classical 
musicians and destroyed the last link with past 


masters. With her death classical music has 
lost its best representative, the Veena, its ablest 
exponent, and South India its greatest artistic 
asset. There can be no doubt that through 
her ‘‘Nadopasana”, Dhanam has joined the 
Immortals. Those who were associated with 
her closely said that her heart was always with 
her ‘Patron Deity’, Ishta Deva, Lord Krishna. 
It is not surprising to hear then that a sloka 
from Sri Krishna Karnamrita was on_ her 
lips when she shook off this mortal coil : 


“Less than a God they thought there could 
not dell, 


Within the hollow of that shell, 
That sang so sweetly and so well. 
What passion cannot music raise and quell. 


“Thou wast not born for death, immortal 
bard ! 


No hungry generations tread the down. 





